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Providing Authentic Assessment for Vocational Programs 
Introduction 
Statement of the Problem 
As a career programs coordinator and teacher I have been involved in the 
development, implementation, and delivery of vocational programs at the classroom, 
district, and provincial levels for the past 10 years. Vocational programs combine 
school-based and work-based learning through experiential learning opportunities in 
the community, and develop knowledge, skills, and attitudes relevant to the 
workplace. The purpose of vocational programs is to help students make the 
connection between school and work and thus give them advantages to compete in 
today' s labour market. 
Historically, the implementation and delivery of vocational programs has 
been fraught with problems. Vocational programs, often viewed as a second best 
alternative to academic programs, have fallen in and out of favor as economic times 
have changed. The task of preparing students for the ever-changing workplace has 
become more difficult for educators as they struggle to find a curriculum that meets 
the demands of both students and their employers. Compounding these issues are 
the diverse needs and wants students bring with them into vocational programs. The 
lack of opportunity for students to connect what they have learned in vocational 
programs to their academic studies has widened the gap between academic and 
vocational programs. The difference between academic and vocational programs 
has also created problems for instruction and assessment. To bridge this gap and 
deliver vocational programs that are valuable in their own right, alternative 
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instructional and assessment tools must be provided. The purpose of this project is to 
develop an assessment tool that may be used in vocational programs. 
History and Present Context 
Vocational programs have changed significantly over the past century. 
During the early 1900s vocational programs were added as a second educational 
program to help prepare students for entry into skilled trade positions. Students who 
wished to go into higher education and professional careers took the traditional 
academic curriculum while those who wished to enter the world of work following 
completion of high school undertook vocational programs such as industrial 
education and business education. In the 1980s vocational training fell out of favor 
as students and parents saw traditional jobs in the manufacturing and industrial 
sectors decline. Attention was turned to preparing students for entry into college and 
university programs as a means of securing employment. But while many parents 
and students stated that their goal was to go onto college or university this was not 
the reality for the majority of students. Between March, 1987 and July, 1988 the 
Sullivan Royal Commission conducted extensive studies of the British Columbia 
school system and determined that 
school systems served the students who intended to go on to post-secondary 
education at colleges and universities very well. However, the Commission 
noted that the majority of students do not plan to attend post-secondary 
institutions, and for these individuals in their secondary years this is an 
apparent failure .... to offer non-university preparation program that is 
valuable in its own right and not simply a second-best alternative .... 
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Moreover, there is a 'disturbingly high' dropout rate of approximately 30%. 
The commission concluded that one solution to these problems is to create 
relevant programs of good quality to attract non-academic students, including 
those who might otherwise leave school early. (Ministry ofEducation, 1989, 
p. 6) 
Employers are also calling for schools to prepare students with the skills 
necessary for success in today's workplace. Career Preparation Programs, the focus 
of this project, are one type of vocational program which prepare students for post-
secondary education and the world of work. In Career Preparation Programs, 
students must take a package of six courses that relate to a career they wish to enter 
in addition to those courses required for high school graduation. In one of these six 
courses, Career Preparation Work Experience 12 (CPWE 12), students complete 100 
hours of work experience in the community. It is in CPWE 12 that teachers must 
evaluate the students' workplace competencies, that is, those skills necessary for 
success in the workplace. 
It is the uniqueness of Career Preparation Programs and how they differ from 
more traditional offerings in high school that creates problems for instruction and 
assessment practices. The first problem is that while students in a typical subject 
(Math, English, Art, or Law) complete the requirements of the course within the four 
walls of the classroom, students enrolled in CPWE 12 spend approximately 80% of 
their time in the community. This time is spent under the direct supervision of the 
employer who then evaluates the student's performance using a generic checklist of 
employability skills. While some employers are very comfortable with this role and 
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are confident and competent in their evaluation of students, other employers are less 
confident and feel they do not have necessary assessment skills. At the end of the 
assessment process, there is a wide range of assessment practices used by employers 
and teachers which do not always meet the needs of students. Alternate forms of 
assessment, such as portfolios and student self-assessment will be recommended as 
solutions to these assessment problems. 
A second problem is that there is no Integrated Resource Package (IRP) for 
CPWE 12 and therefore no prescribed learning outcomes, or suggested instructional 
or assessment techniques. The question, which needs to be answered, is - What do 
we teach and evaluate? Here educators look to external sources such as the 
Conference Board of Canada to provide an outline of employability skills. The 
Conference Board of Canada ( 1998) describes these employability skills as 
the generic skills, attitudes, and behaviors that employers look for in new 
recruits and that they develop through training programs for current 
employees. In the workplace, as in school, these skills are integrated and 
used in varying combinations, depending on the nature of the particular job 
activities. (p. 2) 
The Conference Board of Canada organizes employability skills under three main 
categories including personal management skills, teamwork skills, and academic 
skills. 
While traditional academic education puts emphasis on the three Rs of 
reading, writing, and arithmetic, these three skills make up just a small part of the 
employability skills demanded by employers. While the three Rs may be assessed 
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successfully using traditional paper and pen evaluation techniques, many 
employability skills cannot be assessed in this manner. These practical skills, such 
as communication skills, teamwork skills, and interpersonal skills, are best observed 
and assessed in context - in the workplace. The subjective nature of these skills 
makes them difficult to assess and therefore require alternate assessment methods. 
Stecher, et al. (1997) suggest that while "traditional assessment forms, including 
multiple-choice and short-answer questions, are efficient ways to measure factual 
knowledge .... alternative assessment may be more effective at measuring some 
vocational skills, including work skills" (p. 16). To help answer the question, what 
do we teach and evaluate, I organized a focus group representing the employers and 
educators who support Career Preparation Programs. The focus group was asked to 
develop a list of workplace competencies that students in Career Preparation 
Programs need to be successful. 
A third problem is that students have little or no opportunity to relate what 
they have learned in the workplace to what they are learning in the classroom. Many 
teachers view the time students spend in the workplace (time spent outside of their 
classroom) as having little or no connection to their subject area. Ideally, work 
experience programs promote learning by linking work with school. How can we 
bridge what students are learning in the workplace to what they are. learning in the 
classroom? A shift toward authentic or performance-based assessment and learning, 
(defined as situations in which students apply academic knowledge to relevant, 
realistic problems), is required. The Ministry of Education (1994a) states that 
"performance assessment is the gathering of information about students' learning 
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based on students demonstrating what they can do" (p. 1 ). Examples of authentic 
learning include students working in teams preparing a business plan for a class-run 
business, students planning and preparing a nutritious meal, and student participating 
in a mock trial. Authentic learning often includes alternate learning and assessment 
strategies such as projects, presentations, portfolios, and journals. 
The final problem is that students enter career programs with different needs 
and wants. They are at different stages of their development and therefore demand a 
wide range of educational services. As well as being faced with varying student 
needs and wants, there is also a wide range of skills employers demand of students. 
An educator must be flexible and willing to adjust learning and assessment strategies 
to meet the needs. both of students and the employers they work with. How can 
teachers serve several groups of students simultaneously? Inger (1995) suggests that 
"alternate assessment approaches that enable students to demonstrate skills and 
knowledge in natural settings and at convenient times and places can help 
accomplish this goal" (p. 2). 
I have three goals for alternative assessment in vocational programs. My 
first goal is to assess students more authentically. In other words, I would like to put 
into practice learning and assessment strategies that allow students to construct their 
own knowledge and apply what they have learned to both their academic learning 
and workplace situations. This constructivist approach to learning, suggested by the 
Ministry ofEducation (1989), "involves individuals selecting from available 
information, and constructing meaning by placing the new information and 
experiences in the context of what the individual knows, values, and can do" (p. 9). 
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My second goal is for assessment to inform instruction. Assessment should 
inform the teacher about the student's progress and be used to make decisions about 
future placements and learning activities. To take this further Camp (1990) states, 
"in this way, distinction between assessment and learning are blurred; it is not 
merely that assessment informs future instruction but that assessment itself is 
instructive" (p. 9). 
My third goal is to produce more valid information about the results of career 
education programs than has previously been available through more traditional 
practices. Career educators are being asked to be more accountable for their 
programs and the students who enter and exit them. Career Preparation Programs 
are value-added programs. It is the demonstration of employability skills and the 
application of them in the students' academic and work life that adds value to their 
education. Inger (1995) suggests that "the concept of value-added can be applied 
whether one is assessing institutional effectiveness, program quality, or student 
learning. The assessment strategy is to gather baseline information about entry-level 
competency and compare it with exit-level performance" (p. 4). Accountability in 
career programs, therefore, can be accomplished by gathering information about 
entry-level competencies and comparing them to exit-level competencies. 
Vocational programs present their own unique set of instructional and 
assessment problems for educators. Career education teachers teach most of their 
curriculum outside the four walls of the classroom- outside of"the box." The lack 
of prescribed curriculum, the failure to connect what is learned in the workplace to 
what is learned in the schools, and the diverse needs of students and employers 
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compound the problem. To provide accountability and valuable experiences for 
students in career programs, educators must turn to alternative learning and 
assessment techniques. Performance assessment strategies such as portfolios and 
student self-assessment help bridge the gap between school and work, assessment 
and instruction. If we are to be successful in designing vocational programs that are 
valuable in their own right and not just second-best alternatives to the traditional 
academic programs, it will be necessary to develop authentic learning and 
assessment strategies that inform instruction and provide valid information about the 
program. 
Purpose of the Project 
The purpose of this project is to determine the criteria which may be used to 
develop instructional and assessment strategies for students in Career Preparation 
Programs. An assessment tool will be developed which contains a set of 
competencies, or employability skills, as well as some suggested strategies for using 
portfolios and self-assessment in the evaluation of these skills. Teachers will be able 
to take these competencies and set criteria for the selection and assessment of 
learning activities their students will be involved in. This process will be made 
easier by providing the competencies in a database format. Through the use of 
alternate assessment techniques such as portfolios and student self-~ssessment, 
teachers and students will be able to engage in a more authentic assessment process. 
Assessing competencies as students enter and exit the Career Preparation Program 
will lead to more valid information about students' performance than is presently 
available. 
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Literature Review 
Alternate Assessment Strategies for Vocational Programs 
In response to the criticisms of the Sullivan Royal Commission of 1998 and 
pressure from the business world to better prepare students for the world of work, 
new education programs were developed kindergarten through grade 12. The 
Graduation Program (grades 11 and 12) was developed to "provide opportunities for 
students to prepare for the transition to adult society, to the world of work, and to 
further formal education, as well as to a life of ongoing learning and growth" 
(Ministry of Education, 1989, p. 34). Career programs and work experience were to 
be important parts of the graduation program. The Ministry stated: 
By the year 2000 virtually all students will be spending at least 10% of their 
"school time" away from the school site as they are engaged in the required 
work experience portions of their programs. Some students will spend the 
majority of their program time learning at various work experience locations. 
(p. 35) 
Work experience, it was felt, would help students make the connection between 
what they were learning in the school with the skills and knowledge they needed in 
the workplace. A number of new career programs were established including 
Secondary School Apprenticeship ( 480 hours of work experience), Career 
Preparation Programs (100 hours of work experience) and finally Career and 
Personal Planning (30 hours of work experience). Career and Personal Planning and 
its 30 hours of work experience was made a graduation requirement for all students. 
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This 30 hours however, falls well below the 10% of school time the ministry 
envisioned students would be spending in the workplace. 
Old or new, vocational programs have in common the need to produce 
workers to fill the jobs in the ever-changing workplace. This aim of vocational 
programs fits the Ministry ofEducation' s goal of preparing students "to attain their 
career and occupational objectives; to assist in the development of effective work 
habits and the flexibility to deal with change in the workplace" (1989, p. 7). To do 
this it was, and it is still believed, that students must learn certain knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes to be successfully integrated into the world of work. Students must not 
only become literate in the context of the high school, but must also become literate 
in the context of the workplace. Workplace literacy calls for a variety of skills that 
include both general and specific workplace competencies. According to Lewis, et 
al. (1995) "the three Rs along with problem-solving, communication, and 
interpersonal skills" (p. 10) comprise a central theme in workplace literacy. The 
task of the new vocationalism is to prepare students who are literate in the context of 
the knowledge-based workplace. This requires that we combine academics and 
vocational education. Gordon, Ponticell, and Morgan (1991), state: 
Public schooling objectives still focus largely on industry-based skills: read, 
write, count, add, subtract, multiply, divide, spell, punctuate, comprehend 
and communicate. Success in information technologies and service 
occupations depends on an entirely different set of skills: diagnose, 
determine, estimate, obtain information, organize information, identify 
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alternatives, analyze, plan, coordinate, work collaboratively, implement and 
monitor. (p. 6) 
Educational assessment methods must undergo significant change if they are 
to meet the needs ofthe new curriculum. The Ministry ofEducation (1989) suggests 
that teachers use a variety of assessment methods including student self-assessment, 
daily practice assignments, quizzes, samples of student's work, pencil-and paper 
test, projects, oral and written reports, performance reviews and portfolios. One 
assessment method, criterion-referenced evaluation, is encouraged over others. 
Criterion-referenced assessment evaluates students by referencing student 
performance to a predetermined objective or standard. The criteria reflect a 
student's performance based on specific learning activities. This approach stands in 
contrast with norm-referenced assessment which compares students' achievement to 
that of others. Although norm referencing may be the usual way in which students 
are evaluated, "there can be significant problems with evaluation based on norm-
referencing assessment. For example, it does not readily convey information about 
specific achievements or competencies of students" (Ministry of Education 1998, 
p. 16). 
If the goal of vocational programs is to help students make the connection 
between school and work, then it follows that students need to demonstrate 
competencies in relation to the outside world. Educators in vocational programs 
must assess students competencies as they are applied outside of school. This calls 
for a move towards authentic or performance based tasks and assessment. 
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Inger (1995) states that performance assessment 
is an umbrella term that describes a variety of techniques designed to assess 
directly and ' authentically' what students know and can do in a form other 
that paper and pencil or multiple choice tests .. .. These assessments include 
profiles and records of achievement, portfolios, projects and performance 
tasks. (p. 5) 
Examples of how performance tasks may be used in vocational education include 
troubleshooting problems in a computer and fixing them, or planning and delivering 
an activity for a group of 3-to-5 year-olds children. According to the Ministry of 
Education (1994a), "it is essential that performance tasks: are meaningful, have 
explicit criteria, involve students in establishing criteria and involve assessment of 
process as well as product .... Make the task fit the class, not the class fit the task" 
(pp. 6-7). 
For this project two types of performance assessment will be discussed: 
portfolios and student self-assessment. Portfolios will provide the teacher and 
student with a means of collecting evidence of student performance based on the 
criteria established in the assessment tool. Student self- assessment is one method 
that will be suggested to evaluate the students' portfolios. Following the belief that 
assessment and instruction go hand-in-hand, it is important not only to develop a list 
of competencies to be assessed, but to also provide an effective means of evaluating 
these competencies. Performance assessment methods will provide students with 
the opportunity to reflect on their learning and make reasoned judgments about their 
work experience. Through the use of portfolios and student self-evaluation, I hope 
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to provide more authentic assessment of students in Career Preparation Programs. 
My goal is not only to provide teachers with a list of competencies to assess but to 
also provide a means of evaluating them. 
Portfolios 
A Portfolio offers vocational teachers a way of collecting student work 
samples so that evaluation may be made of student performance. The contents of 
the portfolio may include such things as work samples, official records, student-
written information, resumes, reference letters, progress reports, and journals. 
Portfolio assessment "has a long history in some professions .... artists, architects, 
and writers, for example, organize and present an array of their material in a 
portfolio when seeking work" (Grummon, 1997, p. 5). Portfolios provide an 
organized way to collect information to determine if the owner has the skills and 
knowledge to meet predetermined criteria. 
The Ministry ofEducation (1994b) describes three types of portfolios, 
working, presentation, and cumulative. While each type of portfolio has its own 
purpose they can be interchangeable. Work portfolios are an ongoing collection of 
student work that allows for the evaluation of student progress so that trends in 
learning may be identified. Presentation portfolios are a representative sample of a 
student' s work and are used to present and/or discuss the student's learning. 
Examples of where presentation portfolios may be used include student-centered 
conferences and employer interviews. In a cumulative portfolio the student and 
teacher work together to select work that represent the student's body of work to 
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date. Cumulative portfolios may be used to plan the student's future learning in 
educational or work settings. 
Although portfolios may seem to be a good way to collect evidence of 
student performance they are by their very nature difficult to assess. This is 
particularly true when teachers try to grade or apply a mark to a portfolio. 
According to Stecher, et al. (1997): 
Portfolios present major scoring problems because each student includes 
different pieces. This variation makes it difficult to develop scoring criteria 
that can be applied consistently from one piece to the next and from one 
portfolio to the next .... One approach is to set guidelines for the contents of 
the portfolios so that they all contain similar components. Specific learning 
outcomes can then be identified for each component and then techniques can 
be developed for assessing student performance in terms of these outcomes. 
(p. 21) 
Using a variety of assessment techniques will help overcome some of the 
problems associated with evaluating portfolios, particularly if evaluation of student 
performance is referenced to predetermined objectives or standards. It is also 
beneficial for the teacher and student to work together to set criteria for the selection 
and evaluation of material in the portfolio. The use of student self-assessment and 
the opportunity for student to reflect leads to more-authentic assessment. Ford, 
Anderson, Bruneau, and Scanlan (1996) report in their study of student portfolios 
that "most students were successful at collecting and identifying evidence [and] the 
most effective students enhanced their evidence with a layer of reflection which 
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provided opportunities for the students to show even greater understanding and 
effort" (p. 40 1 ) . 
Portfolios can be an effective assessment tool for teachers to use to evaluate 
students in vocational programs. Collaborating with students on setting criteria for 
the selection and evaluation of materials will give ownership of the portfolio to the 
student which in turn, can lead to a more authentic form of assessment. Using a 
variety of assessment techniques and identifying specific learning outcomes for each 
component of the portfolio will aid the teacher in assessing student performance. 
Performance assessment such as student self-assessment and reflective activities has 
been identified as enhancing the assessment of portfolios. 
Student Self-Assessment 
Student self-assessment is an integral part of many performance assessment 
tasks. Journals, projects, and portfolios all benefit from some form of self-
assessment. The Ministry ofEducation (1994c) defines self-assessment as 
an on-going process of students getting to know themselves as learners. It 
involves them in: reflecting on their performance, products, thinking and 
learning; monitoring and regulating what they are doing while they are doing 
it; evaluating the quality of their work and knowledge; setting realistic goals 
for themselves; and planning ways to achieve these goals. (p. 1) 
Advantages of self-assessment are many. According to Grummon (1997) self-
assessment 
can cover more generic skills in a single instrument than can traditional tests, 
which need to be scored externally .... It allows students to rate themselves in 
Authentic Assessment for Vocational Programs 17 
such areas as taking responsibility, thinking in terms of systems, interest in 
lifelong learning, and adapting to change .... It can offer a teacher and student 
insights into students' perceived levels ofthese skills. (p. 4) 
Employers value workers who are critical thinkers and decisions makers. 
How can educators prepare student with these skills? Teaching students self-
assessment skills may be the answer. Anthony, Johnson, Mickelson, and Preece 
(1991) suggests that "if our goal ultimately is to help develop students who are able 
to think critically, make reasoned, valid, supportable judgements; and be clear about 
the criteria upon which their judgments are made, then students should be provided 
with ample experience as evaluators" (p. 53). 
In my experience, students find self-assessment a difficult task to perform 
because they are being asked to judge their own performance. Teachers must not 
assume that students naturally know how to self-assess and should provide students 
with guidance and the opportunity to practice self-assessment. Students can be 
directed by teachers being explicit about both the criteria and the content to be 
assessed. Providing guided reflection questions (lead-in phrases or prompts that 
stimulate thought and reflection), can help students with the evaluation process. 
Reflection is an important part of self-evaluation as it "involves students reflecting 
on their learning in terms of where they've been, where they are going, and how 
they will get there" (Ministry of Education, 1994c, p. 5). It is also important that 
students understand how the self-assessment process will impact their overall grade. 
Self-assessment, which counts for the students' entire year of study, can be more 
daunting than self-assessment that counts for one assignment of many. 
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Self-assessment in an integral part of performance assessment. It covers 
many of,the generic employability skills which cannot be assessed by more 
traditional paper and pencil forms of assessment. Not only is student self-
assessment important as an assessment tool in its own right, but it is important that 
students learn to self-assess as life-long learners. Self-assessment is a skill that is 
valued by employers as they look for employees who are experienced evaluators, 
able to make reasoned judgements about their work and make decisions to change 
accordingly. 
Method 
Procedure 
Qualitativ~ research techniques were used to collect and analyze data for the 
purposes of this project. A focus group of 6 people representing stakeholder groups 
(see Table 1) was organized to uncover the opinions, perceptions, and ideas of the 
competencies needed by students to be successful in the world of work. The 
purpose of using a focus group was to open a dialogue to create a community of 
knowledge filled with rich descriptions and local context. Qualitative research 
techniques allowed for the "capture of subjective comments to be evaluated" 
(Edmunds, 1999, p. 2) for a more in-depth understanding of the group' s perceptions. 
This process was important because it modeled the collaborative process that is 
necessary for stakeholder groups to work together in vocational programs. 
Purposeful sampling was used to select participants who represent the 
individuals or stakeholder groups (business, education, and labour) that support 
Career Preparation Programs. Krueger (1993), states that "participants should be 
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carefully recruited and should represent the individuals in the study. It is vital to 
have the right participants in a focus group" (p. 71). The participants were selected 
from the employers who currently support the work experience programs in School 
District No. 57 (Prince George). It was important to choose candidates from this 
group because they have prior knowledge and experience with career preparation 
programs. This knowledge is essential for the focus group to be successful in the 
tasks they were asked to perform. 
Participants 
I decided to set up one heterogeneous group of people representing 
stakeholder groups because the process of everyone working together is as important 
as the end product- a list of competencies. Career Preparation Programs demand 
that all stakeholders work together to share information, goals, and objectives to best 
meet the needs of each individual student while respecting the needs of employers 
and teachers. The focus group is designed to model this process. To further this 
notion, people in the focus group were selected from a list of employers who 
participate in School District No. 57 (Prince George) work experience programs. 
Participants were selected using the following criteria: the employment sector they 
represent, the stakeholder group they represent, and their experience recruiting new 
staff and/or working with Career Preparation students. Table 1: Characteristics of 
Focus Group, illustrates the variety of characteristics that the chosen members 
brought to the focus group. 
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Table 1: Characteristics of Focus Group 
Participant Employment Sector Stakeholder Experience 
#1 Human Services/ Labour -work experience participant 
Education - evaluation and supervision of 
employees 
#2 Business/ Business -work experience 
Management -recruitment of new employees 
-evaluation and supervision of 
employees 
#3 Health Professions Business - work experience 
-recruitment of new employees 
-supervision of employees _ 
#4 Education/Trades Education -work experience participant 
-teaching/ coordinator 
#5 Education Education -work experience participant 
-teaching/ coordinator 
#6 Forestry/Technology Business -work experience participant 
Purpose of the Focus Group 
The focus group was held to determine the competencies necessary for 
success in today's workplace. Participants were asked to brainstorm the 
employability skills or competencies (i.e., skills, abilities, knowledge) that are 
necessary for students to be successful during their work experience placements or 
those that are necessary for entry level positions. The Conference Board of Canada 
(1998) defines employability skills as "the generic skills, attitudes, and behaviors 
that employers look for in new recruits and that they develop through training 
programs for current employees" (p. 2). This definition was given to the focus 
group. Participants were also asked to consider skills necessary for entry-level 
positions and those skills generic to all positions. Career Preparation Programs and 
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their purpose were reviewed with the focus group to ensure that all participants 
understood the context under which the competencies will be applied. 
Brainstorming was chosen as a procedure to follow because it allowed the 
participants to quickly construct what they know about workplace competencies by 
accessing their prior knowledge. Each skill that was generated was printed on a 
piece of notepaper and attached to chart paper for display. Brainstorming rules 
including accepting all ideas and making no judgements were followed during this 
process. Once all the competencies had been brainstormed the focus group was 
asked to organize the skills. First, if two or more competencies were perceived to be 
the same by the focus group, they were grouped together to represent one 
competency. Next the group was asked to arrange the skills into categories of 
similar competencies and label each category. If one or more competencies did not 
seem to fit after this process the group was asked to decide whether to change or 
withdraw the competency. During this process the researcher took notes of any 
comments or conversation that took place and also encouraged the participants to 
record all thoughts on their pieces of notepaper. This recording was done to capture 
any subjective comments that would add meaning to the work the focus group was 
completing. 
After the session, the researcher transcribed the results into a table 
representing the competencies selected by the focus group. This table was shared 
with the focus group and over the next two weeks the members were given 
opportunities to add additional comments and make corrections to their work. After 
the table was finalized the researcher used the competencies to draft some strategies 
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for implementing alternative assessment practices in Career Preparation Programs, 
specifically providing suggestions for using portfolios and self-assessment. 
The purpose of the focus group was not to reinvent the wheel. There are lists 
of competencies available from other sources such at the Conference Board of 
Canada which survey the companies in their organization and publish lists of 
employability skills employers are looking for. This list of competencies was not 
used as I felt the focus group could develop a set of competencies that are unique to 
the Prince George community, (as they did). The purpose here was to produce a list 
of skills developed in Prince George for students in Prince George. The 
collaborative method of involving stakeholder groups informed people as to the 
importance of the assessment tool and promoted acceptance by all participants. 
Ethical Considerations 
Permission was sought from School District No. 57 (Prince George) to use 
employers who are currently participating in the District's work experience 
programs. All participants were contacted by the researcher and given a letter that 
described the project (Appendix A) and were asked to sign a consent form 
(Appendix B). Approval for the project was also sought from the University of 
Northern British Columbia ethics committee. The nature of this project ensured 
there was no harm to the participants. Names of the participants were kept 
confidential in the reporting of results and participants were told that they could 
leave the project at any time. The participants were told that upon completion of 
the project, they would be invited to a meeting where the results would be shared 
and/or copies of the results would be made available. 
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Outcomes of the Focus Group 
The task of the focus group was to establish the competencies students need 
to be successful in the workplace. These competencies (see Table 2), are arranged 
into four categories: Life Skills, Self-Promotion Skills, Interpersonal Skills and 
Academic Skills. The first group, Life Skills, is the largest group of competencies 
that the focus group generated. They are described as intrinsic, skills that are not 
necessarily taught but come from within the individual. These skills may be best 
described as personality traits manifest in behaviors that are necessary for us to 
develop relationships and navigate our way through the workday. Parents, society, 
and the media were identified by the focus group as influencing how these skills 
developed in people. Life skills are difficult to evaluate because they are intangible. 
Self-Promotion skills are those skills that are required to make a positive and 
lasting first impression. Such things as personal hygiene, interview skills, 
knowledge of the job, openness, friendliness, and truthfulness are necessary to be 
successful in the interview process. Here students need to develop the skills to sell 
themselves or the skills they have to offer the employer. The student must 
understand that the employer is interested in what the student can do for them and 
that presenting oneself in a positive manner is the first crucial step in the 
employment process. 
The third category, Interpersonal Skills, describes those skills that help 
students interact with and get along with others. These skills are critical in every 
workplace. Employers look for people who have the skills to get along with the 
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other people in their workplace. Some of these skills may be described as attitudes. 
Having a willingness to learn and being "not perfect in every way," one participant 
stated, are attitudes students can bring with them into the workplace. Other skills 
such as problem solving, conflict resolution, and negotiation can be learned. Here 
the focus group felt that the individual needs only a basic understanding of these 
skills as they can be developed though training and interactions with others in the 
workplace. 
Finally the focus group identified a group of skills which they labeled as 
Academic Skills. These hard skills are .the traditional skills that we expect schools 
to teach their students. Math, English, communication and listening skills were 
viewed as the basic skills that are needed in every job. The focus group also 
recognized that there are job-specific skills or those skills that are needed to do a 
particular job. These skills were described by the focus group as being able to read 
and write in "the language of the business or industry" and a knowledge of new 
technologies. The group stressed that students must "not be afraid of new 
technologies" meaning that they must have an openness to learning new 
technologies. These learned skills help students process and resolve problems. 
Authentic Assessment for Vocational Programs 25 
Table 2 - List of Competencies 
Category Description Competencies 
Life Skills These skills are described as • Work ethic (full days work for full days 
behaviors, and personality pay) 
traits. • Enthusiastic 
They are intrinsic, and • Reliable & Honest 
influenced by parents, society • Adaptable (flexible- move from job to job) 
and the media. These are life • Team Player 
skills and relationship skills. • Self-confident They are intangible. • Understanding diversity (empathy) 
• Friendly 
• Positive attitude 
• Approachable 
• Commitment (value of the profession) 
• Accept criticism 
• Self starter 
• Leadership 
Interperson These are human skills that • Willingness to learn (ask questions) 
al Skills help us interact with and get • Always learning (not perfect in every way) 
along with others. • Problem solver 
• Conflict resolution skills (basic) 
• Concept of confidentiality 
• Compromise 
• Negotiation (ability to think) 
Academic These are learned skills which Basic skills: 
Skills help us process and resolve • Basic Math 
problems (technical) • Basic English 
• Communication skills 
• Listening skills 
• Logic skills 
Specific skills (job specific): 
• Read and write (articulate) in the language 
ofthe business or industry 
• Know how to use new technologies (not be 
afraid of technologies) 
Self- These are skills that help • Personal hygiene 
Promotion students to make good first and • Interviewing (skills) 
Skills lasting impressions. • Knowledge of the job (research) 
• Mannerism (open, friendly, eye contact) 
• Body language 
• Truthful (on interview skills) 
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Discussion 
The purpose of this project was to develop a list of competencies to be used 
to develop instructional and assessment strategies for students in Career Preparation 
Programs. The list of competencies developed by the focus group was compared to 
another employability skills profile in order to establish how well the focus group's 
list matches what other employers are asking for. As well as developing a list of 
competencies, some strategies for using portfolios and self-assessment in the 
evaluation of these competencies will also be provided. This section will conclude 
with a discussion on how these competencies may be used in the assessment and 
instruction of students in Career Preparation Programs. 
Comparison of Employability Skills 
The Conference Board of Canada (1998) has developed a list of 
employability skills called the "Employability Skills Profile: The Critical Skills 
Required of the Canadian Workforce." It is useful to compare and contrast these 
employability skills with the focus group's list of competencies in order to answer 
the question: Is the list of competencies developed by the focus group similar to 
what employers across Canada are looking for? This verification process confirms 
that the competencies the focus group developed connect with what other groups of 
employers expect. While there are other lists of employability skills to choose from, 
the Conference Board's list has been chosen because it is widely used by educators 
to develop learning outcomes in career education programs. First a comparison will 
be made of the methods used to compile the two lists, then the categories or 
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groupings of competencies will be compared, and finally a more detailed 
comparison of the actual contents will be made. 
Comparison of Methods 
The Conference Board of Canada surveyed its forty plus member groups to 
find out what skills employers are looking for in new recruits and are developing 
through training programs in their organizations. Membership in the Conference 
Board council covers a variety of employers including education and business, 
private sector and public sector, manufacturers and service providers, and small, 
medium, and large companies. The main purpose of the council is to act as "a 
catalyst to engage business and education in partnerships that foster learning 
excellence to ensure that Canada is competitive and successful in the global 
economy" (Conference Board of Canada, 1998, p.l ). Information gathered from 
member companies were compiled and organized into similar categories of 
employability skills. 
The focus group followed a similar process, although on a much smaller 
scale. The group was asked to determine the competencies necessary for success in 
today's workplace and were given the definition of employability skills developed 
by the Conference Board of Canada. While the focus group was few in number, 
(only 6 members), I endeavored to have a group that represented business, education 
and labour from a variety of employment sectors. The process of surveying the 
group for workplace competencies and then categorizing them into similar 
categories was also followed by the focus group. Again, this happened on a much 
smaller scale than the council ' s work with the Conference Board of Canada. The 
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collaborative approach of bringing stakeholders together to work in partnership to 
meet a common goal of educating young people was also similar in both methods. I 
chose not to give the list of employability skills developed by the Conference Board 
of Canada to the focus group. The purpose of the focus group was to create a list of 
competencies what would be assessed within the context of the Prince George 
community. Knowledge ofthe conference boards employability skills, I felt, could 
bias the focus group's outcomes. 
Comparison of Categories and Their Contents 
The Conference Board of Canada organized its employability skills into three · 
categories: Academic Skills, Personal Management Skills, and Teamwork Skills. 
The focus group organized their skills into four categories: Life Skills, Self-
Promotion Skills, Interpersonal Skills, and Academic Skills. A comparison of these 
categories and their contents follows. 
Academic Skills 
The categories that are the most similar are the Academic Skills. Each group 
picked the same name for their category and many of the skills listed are similar. 
Both lists stress communication skills, listening skills, reading and writing in the 
language of the business, and basic English skills as being important. While the 
focus group stated "basic English skills," the Conference Board (1998) lists skills 
such as being able to "read, comprehend, and use written materials, including 
graphs, charts and displays" (p. 2). Math skills are stressed in both lists and again 
the conference board gave more detail. Technology is important to both groups with 
the focus group stressing the "ability to learn new technologies" and the Conference 
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Board stressing the ability to "use technology, instruments, tools and information 
systems effectively" (p. 2). Each group recognizes that there are both basic 
academic skills and specific job-related academic skills that are necessary to develop 
in new employees. 
The one area that differs between these two categories is that the Conference 
Board lists critical thinking skills and problem solving skills under academics while 
the focus group listed them under Interpersonal Skills. The Conference Board 
recognizes that critical thinking and problem solving are necessary skills if the 
student is to progress in their academic education. The focus group sees these skills 
as being necessary in helping us interact with others. If one believes that education 
and learning do not happen in isolation, then it follows that interpersonal skills are 
necessary to help one progress in their academic pursuits. The focus group's 
description of academic skills (i.e., skills which help us process and resolve 
problems) and their inclusion of logic skills, supports the idea that critical thinking 
and problem solving are important academic skills. 
It is not surprising that both groups would select Academic Skills as a 
category. These are the traditional skills which schools are expected to teach. The 
three Rs of reading, writing and arithmetic have always been taught in schools. 
However, academics for the most part have been taught in isolation from vocational 
programs in our schools. The integration of vocational and academic programs has 
been called for in British Columbia with the introduction of career programs, and in 
the United States with the introduction of school to work programs. Raby (1997) 
suggests that "integration will motivate student to improve their academic and 
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technical achievement by making connections between what they are learning and 
what they will be doing in the workplace" (p. 3). Today, with the uncertainty in the 
labour market, students are being told that they need both academic competencies 
and vocational competencies to be successful. Urquiola, Stem, Hom, Dornsife and 
Chi (1997) suggest that "curricular integration is then a natural means of addressing 
this situation. It simultaneously prepares students for skilled jobs and, with the 
incorporation of reformed pedagogy, develops critical thinking and collaboration 
skills" (p. 3). 
Teamwork Skills and Interpersonal Skills 
The next two categories that seem most similar are the Conference Board's 
teamwork skills and the focus group's interpersonal skills. Teamwork skills are 
described by the Conference Board of Canada (1998) as "those skills needed to work 
with others on a job and to achieve the best results" (p. 2). The focus group's 
interpersonal skills are described as human skills that help us interact with and get 
along with others. These two definitions are not all that different. The focus 
group's suggestion that one needs "the skills that help us interact with and get along 
with others" are the skills needed in order to "work with others to achieve best 
results" (Conference Board of Canada, p. 2). The skills which appear to be similar 
between the two groups include the focus groups "problem solving and conflict 
resolution skills" and the Conference Board of Canada's "plan and make decisions 
and respect [the] thoughts and opinions of others" (p. 2). Also, the focus group's 
"ability to compromise and negotiate" is similar to the Conference Board of 
Canada's "exercise give and take and seek a team approach" (p. 2). Confidentiality, 
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a focus group skill, fits into the Conference Board of Canada' s concept to 
"understand and work within the culture of the group" ( p. 2). To be successful, 
employees must learn about and understand the culture of confidentiality as it relates 
to the client, the corporation and the individual. 
In order to be successful in the workplace the employee must have the 
interpersonal skills to work with and get along with others. Therefore, it is not 
surprising that both groups would come up with similar categories for this skill set. 
Personal Management Skills and Life Skills 
The Conference Board has organized its personal management skills into 
three groups: positive attitudes and behaviours, responsibility, and adaptability. If 
we arrange the focus groups Life Skill set into these three groups we will see that 
they are very similar to the Conference Board's skill set. Examples of positive 
attitudes and behaviors include work ethic, enthusiasm, reliability and honesty, self-
confidence, friendliness, approachability, accepting of criticism, and self-starter. 
The focus group's commitment and leadership skills fit under the Conference 
Board' s responsibility group, as setting goals and priorities, planning and managing, 
and accountability are all actions one takes to demonstrate his or her commitment 
and leadership abilities. Adaptability skills are mentioned in both skill sets as 
employees are expected to be flexible and positive towards change and to recognize, 
understand, and respect diversity in the workplace. 
There is one difference between these two categories. Team player is listed 
as a life skill by the focus group while the Conference Board has created an entire 
teamwork category. The Conference Board's employability skills profile is goal 
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oriented. Under their teamwork category are listed the skills necessary to work as 
part of a . team. For example to demonstrate the ability to work as part of a team a 
person needs to "understand and contribute to the organization' s goals" (Conference 
Board of Canada, p. 2). The focus group was skill oriented, as their goal was to list 
the skills necessary to be successful in the world of work. Team player is listed as a 
life skill but it is not clear what skills are necessary to accomplish this until we look 
at the Interpersonal Skill section. Interpersonal skills, according to the focus group, 
are those skills necessary to work as part of a team. 
Self-Promotion Skills 
One category that is by itself and mentioned only by the focus group is the 
category of Self-Promotion skills. Perhaps this is because the focus group was 
concentrating on high school students who often seem to be lacking in self-
promotion skills. These skills help the student make a positive first impression 
during the interview process. However, these are also skills that are needed once 
employment is secured. Employees represent the company they work for and 
therefore need to put forward a positive image. One never gets a second chance to 
make a positive first impression is as true during the interview as it is when dealing 
with people in the workplace. While the Conference Board did not dedicate an 
entire section to Self-Promotion skills, some of these skills appear in their 
employability skills profile. Some examples from the Conference Board include 
self-esteem and confidence, honesty, integrity, and personal ethics. 
Is the list of competencies developed by the focus group similar to what 
employers across Canada are looking for? It appears in many ways that they are 
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similar. This is important to know so that we can be confident that we are assessing 
genuine or authentic skills that employers are looking for in new employees. Any 
differences between the two lists of competencies may be attributed to differences in 
methodology. It was never my intention to duplicate the methods followed by the 
Conference Board of Canada. The only information that was used that was similar 
between the two groups was the definition for employability skills. Also the size 
and scope of the focus group was much smaller than that of the Conference Board's. 
Given more time the focus group could likely have refined their list of competencies. 
This comparison has shown that there are many similarities between the 
Conference Board of Canada's Employability Skills Profile and the focus group's 
list of competencies. Now that list of competencies has been verified as authentic it 
is necessary to look at how these skills may be assessed. 
Suggestions for Assessment and Evaluation 
In vocational programs such as Career Preparation Programs students 
demonstrate their mastery of employability skills in relation to the outside world. 
Students complete 100 hours of work experience outside the walls of the school and 
this presents dilemmas in assessment for teachers. How can these competencies be 
evaluated when the typical pencil and paper forms of assessment just do not work? 
Stecher, et al. (1997) suggest that "many educators advocate the use of alternative 
approaches, including open-response items, realistic simulations, extended 
performance events, exhibitions, judged competitions, portfolios, and other forms of 
elaborated student demonstration" (p. 7). Teachers need help and guidance in using 
these more authentic forms of assessment. To accomplish this, two forms of 
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performance assessment will be addressed in the following sections. First, portfolios 
will be examined to show teachers how they can be used to collect evidence of 
student performance. Following that, student self-assessment will be discussed as 
one way of evaluating portfolios and student performance. 
Development and Use of a Career Portfolio 
The development of a portfolio takes the teacher and student through a series 
of stages. These stages should give the teacher and student the opportunity to work 
together in setting the purpose and selecting the content of the portfolio as well as 
deciding what to evaluate and how to assess it. It is important that teachers and 
students work together in this decision making process as this promotes a sense of 
"ownership of the process by the learners [and] may determine whether the portfolio 
is seen as just another academic task (assignment) or as a more authentic 
opportunity" (Ford, et al. , 1996, p. 406). The process for developing a Career 
Portfolio will be examined and explained in four stages: Setting a Purpose, Selecting 
the Content, Refining the Content, and Reflection. This process is similar to 
Wiggins and McTighe' s (1998) Backwards Design Process that: 
departs from common practice [of] thinking about assessment as something 
we do at the end, once teaching is completed. Rather than creating 
assessment near the conclusion of a unit of study .... backward design calls 
for us to operationalize our goals or standards in terms of assessment 
evidence as we begin to plan a unit or course. (p. 8) 
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Stage 1 : Setting the Purpose 
.Setting the purpose is the stage in which the teacher and student work 
together to set goals for student progress. This is probably one of the most important 
stages in the development of a career portfolio as "portfolios provide an excellent 
opportunity for students to revisit their program and set (or reset) goals for future 
learning" (Ministry of Education, 1994b, p. 7). Two questions that may be asked by 
the student at this point are why am I developing a portfolio and who is the 
audience. Developing a career portfolio gives the student the opportunity to gather 
in one place evidence of the mastery of employability skills. This collection can 
give the student a sense of accomplishment and pride in their work. Finch, Frantz, 
Mooney and Aneke (1997) suggest that benefits associated with student portfolios 
"extend beyond determining if they [students] have completed certain classroom 
objectives. Students who have gained expertise with portfolio preparation are in a 
much better position to 'sell' themselves to employers" (p. 6). A working portfolio 
thus gives students the opportunity to collect items such a resume, reference letters, 
and transcript of marks that can be used to secure future employment or apply for 
entry into a post-secondary program. As students reflect upon and assess their 
portfolios they will uncover clues that will help develop future personal, educational, 
and career goals. This will help promote in students a sense of responsibility for 
their own learning. 
For the teacher, the portfolio provides a variety of samples of student work 
which plays an important role in instruction and assessment. First the teacher may 
monitor the students' portfolios to reveal areas that require further instruction or a 
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change in educational direction. The teacher may also assess the contents of the 
portfolio to establish if goals have been met and learning outcomes mastered. 
Portfolios along with other assessment techniques may also be used in the 
determination of letter grades. 
Others who may be involved in the portfolio include other educators, parents, 
employers, and the student's peers. It is important to establish ahead oftime whom 
the portfolio will be shared with as well as gaining permission before such a 
personal document is shared with others. Sharing the portfolio with others is a way 
of celebrating student accomplishments as well as employer and parent partnerships. 
For example, an opportunity may be provided for students to share their portfolio 
and what they have learned with the employers who provided their work experience. 
This promotes a sense of community and provides employers with valuable 
feedback on the program and their efforts. For parents, the Ministry of Education 
(1994b) suggests, "portfolio assessment increases involvement in their child's 
learning [and] allows them to see their child's development over time" (p. 3). 
Two steps are involved in setting the purpose of a career portfolio. First, 
there needs to be an evaluation of students' interests, abilities, attitudes, and 
employability skills, and then goals may be set for each student. There is a variety 
of standardized assessment tools available that teachers may use with students to 
reveal their interests, abilities, and attitudes. These include the Myers-Briggs Type 
Indicator, the Holland Interest Inventory, and the Guilford-Zimmerman Interest 
Inventory. Teachers should proceed cautiously when using theses assessment tools 
with students. Results should be used only to open a dialogue and guide the student 
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and never to pigeon hole them into specific career areas. For example, while 
interviewing a student the teacher may use the assessment results to open up an 
avenue for discussion, or reveal the student's career goals and aspirations, or to 
suggest areas of growth and change. Anthony, et al. (1991) suggests that testing 
"should support the teacher's judgement and never define it. The end in view is to 
develop a profile of achievement and to gather and record information that will 
demonstrate growth and identify areas in need of attention" (p. 1 0). 
An evaluation of the student's employability skills is the next step in this 
stage. It has been suggested that accountability in career programs can be 
accomplished by gathering information about entry-level competencies and 
comparing them to exit-level competencies. To make the evaluation of 
employability skills possible I have developed a checklist skills for students to self-
assess and then reflect upon their employability skills (see Appendix C, 
Employability Skills Checklist: Self-Evaluation). This checklist contains the 
competencies developed by the focus group. When reflecting, students should ask 
themselves the questions: How far have I come and where do I need to go? 
Once these steps have been completed the student is ready for the goal 
setting process. Here, based on the work completed so far, the student will work 
with the teacher to set educational, personal, and career goals as det?med necessary. 
An example of an educational goal may be to develop better math skills through the 
successful completion of Principles of Math 11. A personal goal may be to work on 
interpersonal communication skills such as eye contact or initiating conversation. 
Career goals may be either exploratory; for example, to explore careers in the health 
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professions or specific; for example, to develop skills and gain experience as an 
automotive technician. When setting goals with students the teacher must make sure 
that the goals are attainable and measurable. 
In stage one, Setting a Purpose, the teacher first works with the students to 
evaluate their interests, abilities, and attitudes using a variety of standardized 
assessment tools. Next the student's employability skills are evaluated using the 
Employability Skills Checklist. Finally the teacher works with the students to set 
educational, personal, and career goals. These goals will then be used in stage two, 
Selection of Contents, to help with the collection of the contents for the career 
portfolio. 
Stage 2: Selection of Contents 
This is the collection stage of the portfolio process where students are asked 
to collect items that reflect their learning. These items are evidence of progress 
towards reaching a goal, developing an employability skill, or mastering a learning 
outcome. There is a variety of sources of materials that may provide evidence for 
career portfolios. These may include but are not limited to resumes, letters of 
recommendation, employer evaluations, work experience logs, reflective journals, 
photographs, video tapes, quizzes, assignments, projects, research assignments, 
report cards, certificates of achievement, certificates of certification (e.g. , First Aid, 
Super Host) and samples of art work. 
It is important at this point to sit down with students and brainstorm all 
possible items to be included. This way, expectations become explicit and 
consistent criteria can be applied from item to item and from portfolio to portfolio. 
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Black and Wiliam (1998) suggest using a "multi-dimensional approach, with the 
criterion that each dimension reflect an aspect of learning which can be understood 
by students and which reflects an important aspect of learning" (p. 45). 
Students need guidance in the selection process. This is where it is important 
to have a record of the goals that the student and teacher have set and the 
employability skills they wish to develop. To best reflect student learning, each 
student will need an Individualized Career Education Plan (ICEP) to guide his or her 
progress. To assist teachers in this planning process I have developed an ICEP 
computer program which may be used by teachers to generate and print individual 
student plans. The ICEP program is available on compact disk. This 
individualization of the career planning process helps the teacher meet the wide 
range of needs and wants of students and to offer a variety of educational services. 
It is suggested that the ICEP be shared with the employer, parent, and anyone else 
offering educational services to the student. A printed sample copy of an ICEP is 
available in Appendix D. 
As well as individualized goals and learning outcomes, the career preparation 
teacher will have learning outcomes of which he or she wishes every student to 
demonstrate mastery. Each learning outcome will have work that the teacher 
assigns. For example, one learning outcome may be to understand the importance of 
safety in the workplace. The work assigned to demonstrate understanding might be 
to complete a Workers ' Compensation Board safety unit. This standardization of 
contents in the portfolio will make the collection process and assessment process 
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easier for both teacher and student. The ICEP computer program allows the teacher 
to customize learning outcomes for each class. 
A copy of the ICEP should be attached to the students' portfolios so that as 
they are collecting evidence students are reminded of their goals and the evidence 
they need to collect. Ideas for storage of portfolio materials include file folders, 
artist portfolios, expandable folders, file boxes, plastic containers, large envelops, 
binders, and duotangs. Students should be encouraged to customize or embellish 
their portfolio as this demonstrates pride of ownership. During the collection 
process nothing should be edited from the portfolio. Students and teachers must also 
remember that a portfolio is not static. It will grow and change as the student 
develops and any plan must be flexible enough to grow with the portfolio. Teachers 
and students must be prepared for and be willing to accept change. 
During the selection of contents stage, students are encouraged to collect 
materials that provide evidence they have achieved previously set learning outcomes 
and goals. Collaborating with the student on setting criteria for selection is 
important at this point to provide some consistency from item to item and from 
portfolio to portfolio. Developing an Individualized Career Education Plan for each 
student may provide this consistency. The ICEP computer program has been 
developed to help teachers produce and individualize learning plans for each class 
and each student. 
Stage 3: Refining the Contents 
At this point the student, with the aid of the teacher if needed, decides what 
materials to submit for evaluation. This refining process may take place after a work 
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experience has been completed or prior to a reporting period. A review of the ICEP 
is required at this stage as the student matches the evidence collected with the goals 
and learning outcomes set. Here the student should be able to give reasons why a 
particular piece of material is evidence of reaching a goal or learning outcome. For 
example, if the goal was to successfully complete Principles of Math 11 an interim 
or final report with a passing grade would be evidence of success. A student 
wishing to improve his or her interpersonal communication skills may submit a 
positive report from an employer stating that the student initiated conversation or 
worked well with others. During this stage the teacher acts as a guide helping the 
student choose what is appropriate evidence and working with the student to solve 
problems as they arise. Nothing should be thrown away at this stage, only set aside 
for use at another time. All work that a student collects should be valued. 
During the Refining of Content Stage the students work to edit their 
collection of materials and choose those samples that will be submitted for 
assessment. The student is asked not only to submit evidence of learning but to also 
justify their submissions. To aid the student and teacher in this process the ICEP 
program provides an opportunity for the student to record their evidence as well as 
an area to justify their choice of evidence. 
Stage 4: Reflection 
This is the part of the process where the students reflect upon their progress 
and ask themselves: What have I learned and where am I going? The Ministry of 
Education (1994b) suggests that reflection "encourages students and teachers to 
develop the habit of pausing to think about their learning in terms of where they've 
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been, and where they are going, and how they will get there" (p. 1 0). These are 
important questions to ask as they provide the student with the opportunity to show 
greater learning and understanding. Mills (1996) reviewed the involvement of 
students in the selection and assessment of portfolio materials and found that "what 
was striking was [the students] ability to reflect on their own work in relation to a set 
of internalized standards-standards that they shared with many others" (p. 194 ). 
It has been my experience that reflection is something that students are not 
comfortable doing. It is a skill that must be developed and practiced. Students need 
to be given ample opportunity to practice reflection in their journal writing and 
during self-evaluation so that they can feel more comfortable with the process. 
Supplying a list of reflective questions is helpful for getting students started. A list 
of sample reflective questions is available in Appendix E. To encourage reflection 
the student may be asked to reflect on each piece of evidence submitted or to reflect 
on each goal and his or her progress. Students may be asked to keep a journal, 
reflecting on the whole portfolio experience. During the reflection stage it must be 
remembered that the process is as important as the end product. 
Developing a career portfolio can be an important instructional and 
assessment tool for teachers and students to use. The process of setting a purpose, 
selecting the content, refining the content, and reflection helps the teacher and 
student in the development and assessment of educational, personal, and career goals 
as well as in the development of employability skills. Collaboration, goal setting, 
planning, and reflection are all important stages of a successful career portfolio. 
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Student Self-Assessment of Portfolios 
Student self-assessment is an integral part of many performance assessment 
tasks including portfolios. Self-assessment allows the students to reflect on their 
performance, monitor what they are doing and set goals for future learning. 
Grummon (1997) suggests that "assessment methods should include some that are 
self-scored as well as those externally-scored or -rated. Students' ratings of their 
own skills and knowledge can be very valuable, and for some workplace areas, like 
career understanding, may be the most viable assessment method" (p. 4). Not only 
is self-assessment an important tool for students to use when assessing portfolios but 
employers also value employees who can self-evaluate. Black and Wiliam (1998) 
report that "future professionals will need all of the skills necessary for life-long 
learning, and self-evaluation must be one of these" (p. 26). 
The four stage process for developing portfolios explained in this project has 
self-assessment built in as students set goals, reflect on learning, and plan what they 
need to do next. Having students record their thoughts and reflections in a journal 
also encourages self-evaluation. The teacher may decide to leave the assessment of 
the portfolio at this stage as the student has been engaged in the self-assessment 
throughout the entire portfolio process. But, what can teachers do if they wish to 
attach a letter grade to the portfolio? The career portfolio may be the only major 
piece of work or evidence of student learning in the Career Preparation Program. 
Self-assessment can be used help the teacher assign a grade. This involves setting 
criteria and designing a rating scale that will be used by the student and the teacher 
to assess the portfolio. 
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Setting criteria is a very important part of the assessment process. Ford, et al. 
( 1996) found that when assessing portfolios, 
the setting of standards may determine the kinds of decisions made by 
students as they self-evaluate their work. Standards need to be constructed 
with helpful benchmarks of quality to support the self-evaluation process .... 
[these] standards usually became the framework for students as they made 
decisions about their performance. (p. 406) 
For best results teacher and students should collaborate on the development 
of criteria. This way all expectations are understood and explicit. Ford, et al. (1996) 
reported that "instructors acknowledge that if all students are to gain the most from 
their involvement with the process, discussing portfolio criteria is crucial" (p. 406). 
Students find self-assessment a difficult task to perform, so establishing a rating 
scale may be helpful in the assessment process. The following rating scale is 
suggested: Outstanding (4), Good (3), Satisfactory (2), Developing (1), and Not 
Demonstrated (0). The teacher needs to take this rating scale one step further and 
define what each level means or attach performance indicators. Examples of these 
indicators may be found in Table 3: Performance Indicators. 
Table 3: Performance Indicators 
Outstanding ( 4) Goes beyond expectations, extra effort clearly evident, detailed 
responses, consistent effort 
Good (3) Meets expectations, good quality and effort evident, detailed 
responses, consistent effort 
Satisfactory (2) Addresses most expectations and includes some detail, most 
work detailed and complete 
Developing (1) Marginal attempt to address expectations, incomplete or 
inappropriate, minimal quality 
Not Demonstrated (0) Work is inconsistent, illegible, disorganized, incomplete, 
inappropriate, expectation not met 
Authentic Assessment for Vocational Programs 45 
Writing performance indicators is a difficult task for most teachers. It would 
be helpful for teachers to have a variety of performance indicators to choose from 
when writing their own. Samples of performance indicators may be found in 
Appendix D of most Ministry of Education Integrated Resource Packages. 
The Assessment Process 
The following process is suggested when using student self-assessment as a 
means of evaluating portfolios. First, plan with the students or explain the 
performance indicators that will be used to evaluate their work. The performance 
indicators in Table 3 may be used. Second, have the students take the work they 
have collected in their portfolios and their ICEP and self-assess their work. The 
student should make sure that they have gathered all the evidence that is required by 
their ICEP and that they have justified or explained their choice of evidence. Finally 
when the student is satisfied they have meet all the requirements, they then use the 
rating scale to evaluate each piece of work. An evaluation sheet that guides students 
through this evaluation process can be designed using the ICEP program and a 
sample is available in Appendix F. 
Next the student schedules an interview with the teacher. At this interview 
the teacher reviews the portfolio with the student, goes over expected learning 
outcomes, and looks for evidence of the performance level the student has indicated 
they deserve. For example, if the student has rated a piece of work as outstanding 
the teacher looks for work that has gone beyond expectations and where extra effort 
is clearly evident. If this evidence is not found the teacher may discuss with the 
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student what needs to be done to improve the standard of work. The student may 
then be given the opportunity to return with the required work complete or use the 
information learned in future assessments. This feedback is a very important step in 
the assessment process. Several qualitative studies have reported on the benefits of 
using feedback during self-evaluation. Black and Wiliam (1998) reported that 
through feedback on their self-assessment, students realized the lack of 
correspondence between their self-perception of their work and the judgements of 
others. As students proceeded through the feedback process the quality and depth of 
their self-assessment was enhanced. 
In this assessment process student and teacher work together to negotiate a 
mark. This negotiation is very important because students often need guidance with 
the assessment process and are often much harder on themselves than the teacher 
would be. Here the students receive the feedback they need to reveal if their self-
assessment matches with the perceptions of others. However, teachers and students 
do not always value the negotiation process as it is cumbersome and time 
consuming. Ford, et al. (1996) found that this to be true in their review of student 
portfolios, but also reported that "portfolios students developed suggested that they 
benefited immensely from their discussion of'what counts' .... [and] instructors 
learned to value the voices of others along with their own" (p. 405). 
By the end of this assessment process there are no surprises. Both student 
and teacher have an understanding of the progress that has been made to date, new 
goals may be set for the future, and everyone agrees on and understands what the 
letter grade on the report card means. The evaluation sheet used by the student and 
Authentic Assessment for Vocational Programs 47 
teacher in the assessment process can be kept on file for future conferences with the 
student, their parent, the employer, and other teaching staff. 
Conclusion 
This project is a work in progress. From here, in-service will be given to 
those teachers who wish to pilot the use of the assessment tools designed in this 
project. This in-service will include theory on alternate assessment practices for 
vocational programs, especially portfolios and self-assessment, as well as how to use 
the software and assessment tools enclosed. Feedback from these teachers will be 
used to refine the assessment tools. Also, feedback from students, parents, and 
employers will be sought. This feedback and refining process will be an ongoing 
cycle as career preparation programs and the students they service are not static. It 
is hoped that through the use of this process, assessment in career preparation 
programs will become more accurate and authentic. 
Although this project was conducted to apply within the context of Career 
Preparation Programs, the results may be transferable to other work experience 
programs. All students in work experience programs enter with their own special 
skills and abilities and are expected, by the community, to meet basic employment 
standards. Just as the Individual Career Education Plan may be adjusted to meet 
various student needs and wants within the Career Preparation Program, it may be 
adjusted to meet the needs and wants of students in other work experience programs. 
While starting points may be different from student to student and program to 
program all students need the same basic employability skills to be successful in the 
world of work. To accommodate for these adjustments in the assessment tool, the 
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competencies are available in a database. Teachers will be able to easily design 
individual checklists for each program or each student 
More resources are also needed to help teachers with the assessment of 
career preparation students so that meaningful goals and learning outcomes may be 
set for each student. A package of standardized assessment tools such as those 
mentioned in this project and others needs to be gathered for teachers. In-service on 
the use of these assessment materials should also be provided. 
In conclusion, assessment of students in vocational programs is not an easy 
task. Teachers and students may be helped with this task through the use of 
performance assessment strategies. Portfolios and student self-assessment have been 
shown to be valuable assessment tools for teachers and students to use. The process 
outlined in this project helps bring together assessment and instruction so that the 
distinction between them is blurred. The goal of providing more authentic 
assessment in vocational programs that informs teachers and students of their 
progress can be reached if we follow the lessons learned from this project. 
Finally, Career Preparation Programs are at a critical point in their evolution. 
More and more, government is asking teachers to be accountable for their programs 
and the student learning that occurs. We need to demonstrate that vocational 
programs such as Career Preparation Programs add value to a student's academic 
education. Following authentic assessment practices and measuring entry-level and 
exit-level competencies of students in career programs may be one way of 
demonstrating the value a vocational education adds to a student's academic 
education. 
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Appendix A 
Letter to Participants 
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Date .... 
Dear .... 
I am a Career Preparation teacher at Prince George Secondary School where I work 
with students in the Career Preparation Program. In this program I help students to 
identify a career path, to develop employability skills that are needed for success in 
the world of work and place students in relevant work experience. I am also a 
graduate student at UNBC working towards a Master ofEducation degree. To meet 
the requirements of this degree I have chosen to commence work on a project to 
research alternative forms of assessment for vocational programs and to develop an 
assessment tool, which may be used in Career Preparation Programs. 
To complete this project I will put together a focus group of people representing the 
stakeholders (business, education, labour, student and parent) of Career Preparation 
Programs. Participants of the focus group will be asked to brainstorm the 
employability skills or competencies (skills, abilities, and knowledge) that are 
necessary for students to be successful in the workplace. These competencies will 
then be used by the researcher to plan instructional and assessment activities for 
students in career preparation programs. 
This project will be conducted between January 2001 and March 2001. The focus 
group will meet once during this time for approximately two hours. All participants 
will be asked to sign a consent form (attached) and the identities of the members of 
the group will not be revealed outside of the focus group. Participants may choose 
to leave the project at any time. The group results only will be interpreted, 
published and discussed by the researcher. Once the project has been completed the 
focus group will be invited to a meeting where the results of the project will be 
presented and/or a copy of the research will be made available to members. 
Thank-you for showing interest in this project. Indicate that you would like to 
participate in this project by signing the attached permission form and returning it to 
PGSS or faxing it to 562-4085. If you have any questions or comments you may 
contact me at PGSS (562-8136) or at home (562-7587). 
Sincerely 
Maureen Munro 
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Appendix B 
Consent Forms 
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Consent Form 
I would like to participate in the focus group 
described in the attached letter. I represent the following stake holder group. (check 
one) 
• Business 
• Labour 
• Education ---
My signature below indicates my pennission that data collected in the focus group 
may be used in the completion of the Masters project and my understanding that the 
identity of the members of the focus group will not be revealed. I further understand 
that I may withdraw from the project at any time. 
Signature: _______________ date: _____ _ 
Please return this form to Mrs. Munro by--------------
(Fax 562-0485) 
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Appendix C 
Employability Skills Checklist 
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Employability Skills Checklist: Self-Evaluation 
Evaluate your employability skills by reading each one carefully and ranking each as 
fi 11 5 d I . t d 1 d t . t 0 ows: -nee s east1mprovemen own to -nee s mos 1m provemen 
... Lite Skills 5 4 3 2 1 •. 
·.;; .. -
• Work ethic (full days work for a full days pay) 
• Enthusiastic 
• Reliable & Honest 
• Adaptable (flexible- move from job to job) 
• Team Player 
• Proud (self confident) 
• Understanding diversity (empathy) 
• Friendly 
• Positive attitude 
• Approachable 
• Commitment (value of the profession) 
• Accept criticism 
• Self starter 
• Leadership 
. ,"''· , ... ~ ". SeifPromotion S~lls ~ ·':C•'l 5 4 3 2 i . 
" • 
t { r "' ~;;:' ,; ·: .:< ' . ·,,, ' ! ., ,;;, 
• Personal hygiene 
• Interviewing (skills) 
• Knowledge of the job (research) 
• Mannerism (open, friendly, eye contact) 
• Body language 
• Truthful (on interview skills) . ·. ~· Interpersonal Skills 5 4 3 2 1 ,, 
-·. ~ 
.~ :. ~ ;c,; . 
• Willingness to learn (ask questions) 
• Always learning mode (not perfect in every way) 
• Problem solver 
• Conflict resolution skills (basic) 
• Concept of confidentiality 
• Compromise 
• Negotiation (ability to think) 
I• ,(,, '-":· "',_" Academic Skills 
. ~?. I 5 4 3 2 1 
• Basic Math 
• Basic English 
• Communication skills 
• Listening skills 
• Logic Skills 
• Read & write in the language of the business 
• Know how to use new technologies (not be afraid 
of technologies) 
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Your List of Skills 
Taking the complete Employability Skills Checklist into consideration and complete 
the following: 
My Top Five Employability Skills Are: 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
Other Skills I Possess Which Are Not Listed: 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
Reflective Exercise: 
Reflection is an important part of learning. Students may reflect on their learning in 
terms of where they have been, where they are going, and how they will get there. 
Write 3 paragraphs (on a separate piece of lined paper) reflecting the following: 
Paragraph 1-Where have I been or what have I learned about my employability 
skills? 
Paragraph 2-Where am I going or which employability skills do I need to improve? 
Paragraph 3- How will I get there or what do I need to do to succeed? 
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Appendix D 
Individualized Career Education Plan- Sample 
~ 
60 
lndividualizad Caraar Education Plan 
March 30, 2001 
StudentNo [111111 I 
Last Name iMunro l First Name :Budd~ 
Block IB J Teacher lMr. Summers 
School iPGSS ! Program IEntreQreneurshiQ 
1Goal :Evidence .Justify 
Educational 'Acceptance in CNC business 1report card 
;program ~ I 
I 
Career :oevelop skills to start and run own !Participation in Junior Achievement Program 
.business 
' 
Personal ·Devlop communicatio skills Positive evalauation from employer 
' 
Individual Employability S 
Skill ·Evidence/Assignment Justify 
iWork Ethic employer evaluation 
' 
: 
!Accept Criticism .employer evaluation 
i 
Class Goals 
!Goal 
>----
!Evidence/Assignment 
!Learn more about self and career goals !Psychometric testing 
' 
:Assess employability skills Employability Skills Checklist 
I 
iWork safely in the workplace Pre-employment Safety Orientation ' 
I 
·----- - --------·-
·Improve written communiction skills Resume Package/Resume & Cover letter 
!Improve oral communicatio skills Interview Package & Practice Interview 
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Appendix E 
Reflective Questions 
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CPWE 12 Guided Reflection Questions 
Reflection is a very important part of learning. Students may reflect on their learning in terms of 
where they have been, where they are going, and how they will get there. In CPWE 12 there are 
many opportunities for students to develop reflection and self- assessment skills. Both of these skills 
are important for success in school and in the workplace. The following questions will help you with 
your reflection. 
I. What I already know about . .. ? 
2. The questions I have about ... ? 
3. What made .. . easy for you to do? 
4. What other strategies could you use? 
5. How was it successful? 
6. How could it be improved? 
7. What might you do differently next time? 
8. How has your thinking changed over time? 
9. How can you use what you learned about ... ? 
10. How does this tie in with what you know about.. .? 
II. A question you still have about.. . is .. . 
12. I still wonder about.. . 
13. What will I do differently as a result of . ... ? 
14. Something I learned this week that I want to pursue is ... ? 
15. My plan of action is ... 
16. Next time I will ... 
17. What did you do successfully today? 
18. State a reason for your success. 
19. What difficulties did you overcome to achieve this success? 
20. How will this success help you with other tasks, activities .... ? 
21 . The most surprising thing I learned was . .. 
22. I would like to find out more about ... 
23. Ifl were to do this again I would ... 
24. My advice for a student who is doing a similar work experience . .. 
25. The biggest problem I had was ... 
26. I solved this problem by . . . 
27. What I enjoyed most was .. . 
28. The most interesting thing I read was .. . 
29. I still wonder about.. . 
30. The best question I asked was . .. 
31. The hardest thing I did was .. . 
32. Ifl were to do it again, I would .. . 
33. My overall performance was .. .. because .... 
34. Next time I might . .. 
35. Something important I learned .. .. 
36. An area I have done well .... because ... 
37. An area that I have improved in ... because ... 
38. An area that needs improvement... because 
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Appendix F 
Student Self-Evaluation. Sheet 
64 
lndividualizad Caraar Education Plan -Salt Evaluation . 
March 30, 2001 
StudentNo 1111111 
Last Name · iMunro : First Name Huddy 
Block IB : Teacher rMr. Summers 
School PGSS Program .Entrepreneurship 
·Goal .Evidence Evaluation 
Educational ·Acceptance in CNC business report card 4 3 2 1 0 .program 
'· .. ; , . - · 
·Career Develop skills to start and run own Participation in Junior Achievement Program 4 3 2 0 :business 
Personal Devlop communicatio skills Positive evalauation from employer 4 3 2 1 0 
.. 
' ~'·· - -
Individual Employability Skills 
- -- -- ··- ----
!Skill ·Evidence/Assignment :Evaluation 
[Work Ethic 
---- . -- ·--·--·- ·- ----
employer evaluation 4 3 2 1 0 I 
.,. ·-· ~ -
·-- -------~ .. 
!Accept Criticism :employer evaluation 4 3 2 1 0 
I"~ i J..~: ., .. ' ·' - - -
Class Goals 
!Goal :Evidence/Assignment ;Evaluation 
.. 
!Learn more about self and Psychometric testing 4 3 2 1 0 
,career goals 
I .;.. ~ ~ ~-- " ~ 
Assess employability skills Employability Skills Checklist 4 3 2 1 0 
~ ~ ~ i ~-·· !; .... 
-- -- -----------
!Work safely in the workplace Pre-employment Safety Orientation 4 3 2 0 
f, -L i 
11mprove written communiction :Resume Package/Resume & Cover 4 3 2 0 
skills letter ' ~ 
- - -
1lmprove oral communicatio Interview Package & Practice Interview 4 3 2 0 
skills 
I r· 
-
